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THE IMMANUEL SIGN AND ITS MEANING 

By H. C. Ackerman 
.Nashotah House, Nashotah, Wisconsin 

I 

Differences of opinion regarding the Immanuel prophecy 
(Isa. 7 : 14) and the peculiar difficulties of interpretation have made 
this passage one of persistent interest to all students of the Old 
Testament. Perhaps more has been written upon this one verse 
than upon any other single passage in the prophetical books, with a 
certain crystallization of modern opinion against a messianic inter- 
pretation: 1 but notwithstanding this general tendency to consider 
the problem practically closed, I venture once again to raise the ques- 
tion of messianic implication. I suggest a re-examination because 
much of the obscurity in the situation has been owing to a faulty or 
incomplete analysis of the nature of the Hebrew "sign." If the 
numerous misconceptions and misapplications of the prophetic 
sign can be weeded out by a careful analysis of its essential nature, 
the ground will, in my judgment, be cleared for a more positive 
solution of the problem than has been possible hitherto. 

The root meaning of the verb MIS from which the noun sign is 
derived is to mark (to sign), so that the word niS means something 
to which has been added some special signification, or, to be more 
specific, one thing signifying another. There are, then, three parts 
to the sign-phenomenon, viz., the special object selected, the specific 
meaning attached to it, the second object or event signified thereby. 
The confusion of these three elements or the omission of one of the 
three when dealing with the sign-situation as a whole, in my opinion, 
has been the principal cause of most of the ambiguity read into the 
Immanuel passage. Recognizing, therefore, the threefold character 
of the "sign," the analysis may be systematized as follows: 

1 Cf. G. B. Gray, Isaiah, in loco [The International Critical Commentary]. But see 
also J. Skinner, The Book of the Prophet Isaiah, Chap, i-xxxiv (Cambridge: University 
Press, 1915), which, in my judgment, gives a more cogent discussion of the Immanuel 
problem. 

205 



206 The American Journal of Semitic Languages 

a) the sign-object: (1) natural, 1 or (2) wonderful 2 

b) the signification, or meaning (idea or message conveyed) 3 

c) the thing-signified 4 

Now Isaiah's employment of signs may be determined without 
going outside his own work to any great extent; for the meaning of 
his own child, "A remnant shall return" 5 (8:18), sufficiently illus- 
trates the particular use of the prophetic sigh in the case before us. 
In this instance the a factor can be identified as the boy himself. 6 
Therefore the sign-thing (a) need not imply wonder in itself, and it 
may be concluded that the element of the extraordinary does not 
constitute an essential part of the sign proper (a-b). 

Second, the b factor is of course the name given to the child, "A 
remnant shall return," i.e., the signification or prophetic meaning 
attached, which exhibits some special insight on the part of the 
prophet, a knowledge which appears to the people in the light of 
revelation. It is this signification which is central in the sign phe- 
nomenon. 

Third, the c factor is just the historical circumstances fulfilling 
the meaning indicated through the name, which may take place in 
the future when a remnant of Israel shall in fact return to God. 7 
This third (additional) element, the fulfilment, is quite disconnected 
from the a-b part of the sign situation and accordingly does not form 
a necessary part of it; that is to say, the historical completion of the 
sign-proper (a-b) which would constitute a proof of the truth of the 
sign, i.e., verify the signification, lies so far outside of the immediate 
situation that it does not require consideration. The sign must func- 
tion in the present (cf . 20 : 3) whether it proves to be true afterward 

i I.e., commonplace in nature. 

2 I.e., extraordinary in nature. 

3 Showing unique insight on the part of the prophet. 

« The event pointed to (under consideration) which fulfils the sign proper, the a-6 
features; and which functions incidentally as a verification of the truth of the prophetic 
suggestion, the b feature. 

'Cf. Isa. 7:3. 

» Which does not involve any wonder element, though the wonder (extraordinary) 
element may occur in the a factor of signs in general; for example, in the case of the sun- 
dial (38 : 8) , which, however, we throw out here as irrelevant to the essential nature of a 
sign because of critical difficulties, in the same manner as we dispense with a passage like 
Judges 6: 17 ff. 

i Or return from exile — as you please. But see the suggestion of J. M. P. Smith, 
ZA W. XXXIV, 219-24. 



The Immantjel Sign and Its Meaning 207 

or not. It may be noted, however, that if there is a wonder aspect 
accompanying the sign-thing (a, 2), this marvelous aspect will tend 
to guarantee the truth of the sign-idea (b) without, or in anticipation 
of, the actual historical fulfilment to be worked out subsequently. 
Such would be the case here if the mother of Immanuel should be 
virgin in the sense of parthenos (cf. Septuagint reading). 1 There 
are, then, two possible wonder elements belonging to the sign phe- 
nomenon in general, namely, that inherent in the sign-thing (a) 
itself and the element of wonder, such as it may be, in the extraordi- 
nary knowledge of the prophet who supplies the sign-object (a) with 
meaning relevant to the special circumstances in which he is placed. 
These two aspects of the marvelous should be clearly distinguished ; 
the former may or may not occur, and in fact does not constitute an 
element essential to the validity of the sign proper (a-b) ; the latter, 
however, is always involved in prophetic inspiration, being a con- 
spicuous feature of all true prophecy. 

In the use of signs, therefore, the prophet connects some idea in 
his own mind with a definite concrete thing; or, according to our 
definition in the foregoing, one thing is employed to signify another. 
The logical relation between these two ends constitutes the peculiar 
essence of the sign as a whole. 

We are now in a position to apply the results of this analysis to 
the specific instance in question, namely, the Immanuel prophecy. 
Let us then proceed to identify the a, b, c, of this particular instance, 
and determine the precise meaning of the Ahaz incident. We should 
bear in mind that the a and b elements are closely associated and 
the c element is irrelevant to the proper functioning of the sign. 

Translation: Wherefore He will give [i.e., Yahweh Himself] to you 
a sign; behold, the c almah is pregnant and giveth birth to a son, and 
she will call his name Immanuel. 

Analysis : a, the c almah pregnant, giving birth to a son and calling 
his name Immanuel; b, this event is to show, or signify, that Israel 
may trust in God for protection; c, when God's protection has been 
historically demonstrated, i.e., when "the land whose two kings 
thou abhorrest shall be forsaken of both her kings," then this event 

i Or in the case of the sun-dial provided we might believe that "the sun returned 
en degrees." 



208 The American Journal of Semitic Languages 

will prove the truth of Isaiah's prophecy and at the same time verify 
the accuracy of the sign. The c element, then, is the removal of the 
menace of Pekah and Rezin, an event lying in the future and not 
necessary to the functioning of the sign proper (a-b). 

The crux of the matter is how Immanuel's birth could function as 
a sign with this particular significance. To solve this problem is the 
main desideratum of our exegesis. Note that in spite of Ahaz' 
objection to a sign, Isaiah does definitely state that a sign will be 
given and, what is more, given by God Himself. There is no sense, 
then, in interpreting the passage as though a sign were not given 
or not given then and there; for if the a element lay only in the future 
there would be no point relevant to the peculiar situation and nothing 
would help Ahaz and the authorities to believe in God's protection, 
which is exactly what Isaiah wishes to influence them to do. Then, 
again, the a element according to our analysis in the foregoing is 
always something that belongs to the present. There is no logical 
advantage in citing Exod. 3:12 against the immediacy of the sign, 
since Moses was not given any sign at all of his "being sent" of 
God until he reached Sinai; which amounts to saying that the a and 
c are identical, naturally depriving this supposed sign of all value. 1 

Since Isaiah wished to allay the king's fears, how was a statement 
of Immanuel's birth to signify so clearly God's providential protec- 
tion that Ahaz could not but receive encouragement to believe (trust) 
in the divine defence of Jerusalem ? To answer this question, is to 
understand Isaiah's use of the sign. 

Now that the announcement of the Immanuel birth should signify 
Israel's safety and a subsequent return to loyalty to Yahweh on the 
part of the remnant need not involve any special wonder in the birth 
itself since, as has been indicated, the wonder element forms no 
essential part of a sign (a) ; but in this particular instance the sign 
is one given specially by Yahweh himself, not simply the prophet's 
own selection, 2 and accordingly something extraordinary might be 

1 As a matter of fact the Exodus passage has no bearing upon the true nature of a 
sign, unless we think a sign functions backward, which contradicts the whole idea of 
what a sign is. We may not use the Exodus passage anyway on account of critical diffi- 
culties. Our point is, a sign must function in its immediate circumstances or it has no 
sign-value. 

2 As in the case of his son. 
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expected, although Yahweh could give a perfectly commonplace 
sign. At least the presumption remains that this specific sign 
may be extraordinary. In respect, of course, to the prophetic 
announcement of the sign-meaning (6), there is just that amount of 
extraordinary insight on the part of prophet which is the prerogative 
of prophecy itself in general. But though all prophetic insight 
involves extraordinary knowledge, this particular significance (b) was 
bound, in the excitement of the moment, to be very striking indeed. 

Again, if the Immanuel birth involved also a wonder element, such 
would tend to guarantee the truth, and heighten the force of the 
prophet's words. This additional question may, however, be waived 
for the moment. We have first to determine how the announcement 
itself of the c aZwa/i-pregnancy signified. the impregnability of Zion. 
Permit me to remind the reader once more that the force of the sign 
rested in the significance (b). 

I maintain that the answer is only through messianic implica- 
tions. The birth of no other child in their midst at this time could be 
a sufficient suggestion and earnest of Israel's safety under the north- 
ern menace. To realize that the messianic birth was immanent, 
actually about to be, just at this critical time, would in itself certainly 
arouse the king, if anything could do so, to renewed trust in the im- 
pregnability of their city and further confidence in Yahweh's might 
to defend. Truly, the presence of the messianic infant with them 
must show forth to the timidest and the least faithful the powerful 
interest God took in his Kingdom. 

It does not matter that Isaiah was mistaken. That he was mis- 
taken in his expectations and was mislead by the crisis in the nation's 
affairs in thinking that the messianic time was finally at hand were 
the common fallacies of prophecy as a whole. All the prophets were 
subject to error in prediction and as a rule miscalculated the event. 
But their logic was correct nevertheless; the national tragedy con- 
ditioned the advent of the Saviour. The practical application of 
the principle necessarily proved faulty in overanticipation. To say, 
then, that Immanuel could not have been the longed-for divinely 
endowed King because the true Messiah did not appear until Christ 
came is to betray a lamentable ignorance of the nature of prophecy 
itself. As a matter of course, either Isaiah did think in the excitement 
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of the moment when the very existence of the nation seemed at 
stake that the time was ripe for a messianic advent; or he availed 
himself of this powerful expedient, which he knew was the only thing 
that would have weight with the king and people, to accomplish 
his purpose of preventing the Assyrian alliance. In view, however, 
of the passages in 9:2-7 and 11 : 1-9, which if not Isaiah's own com- 
position are manifestly a reflection of his originality, this child 
Immanuel was none other than God's appointed ruler awaited with a 
great national longing. We can see also how by appealing to a popu- 
lar hope and current tradition that he would be able to bring pressure 
upon Ahaz. 1 

To understand that the sign was to prove effective only after the 
young child has attained the age of moral distinctions (verse .16) 
would of course empty the sign of all value as a sign; since a real 
sign, given then and there, must be something to convince the 
prophet's audience; that is, it must signify in a striking and forceful 
manner the reasonableness of a whole-hearted reliance upon Yahweh 
for protection under the threats of the enemy. 

Furthermore the essence of the sign could not inhere in the giving 
of the name to the child; for although the name does express a 
confidence in divine care in marked contrast with the fear of Ahaz, 
it is not the confidence and faith of the mother which Isaiah intends 
to emphasize (though this is also true), but it is the trust which the 
king lacks that the prophet strives to generate in his heart. To 
contend that a certain mother, here or there, will become very confi- 
dent of God's protection later on, or that as a result of God's demon- 
strated providence she will name her child accordingly, would not 
help to convince the king of the fact of divine defense in the present 
emergency — which is just the nice question. Need they fear the 
oncoming enemy? This is the point. No! says the prophet, for 
the messianic birth at the very moment of their predicament serves 
to show in a convincing and encouraging manner exactly this, 
namely, that they need fear no enemy whatsoever. 

It is true that the passage (verses 17 ff.) occasions great diffi- 
culties of exegesis. The prediction of the Assyrian advance is another 
menace to be considered. But something is implied to have happened 

' Note the plural, " The Lord himself will give you a sign." 
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between the circumstances indicated by verse 16 and verse 17. 
Either the startling coup of Isaiah proved unavailing after all (for 
we know that Ahaz in spite of the prophet's warning still intended 
to make, or had already made, a treaty with Assyria 1 ) or the prophet 
suddenly goes to mention an even greater danger which Jerusalem 
must withstand, infinitely more perilous than the Samarian-Damascus 
alliance, namely, the immanent ravages of an Assyrian army, which 
all clear-sighted statesmen must know was bound to come in time. 
This supreme trial Jerusalem must also face and face courageously 
in the confidence of their messianic glory. 2 

It may be concluded, therefore, that in the midst of grave perils 
for Judah by reason of the hostility of Rezin and Pekah and also by 
reason of the inevitable Assyrian progress westward the safety of 
Israel's capital, even her very existence, depended upon a messianic 
intervention. Unless sufficient faith in God's specific purpose on 
their behalf prevails, they may throw away and destroy on their own 
accord the one measure of safety remaining. With Israel's accord, 
God can never permit the destruction of his sanctuary in Jerusalem. 
The announcement of the Immanual birth testifies to the inviolability 
of the holy city. 

Finally, it may be asked, What reason had Ahaz to rely upon the 
mere word of Isaiah ? Well, it does not seem that the king did rely 
upon it. In general, the message and admonition of Isaiah was 
rejected. 3 And such was pretty much the fate of most of the proph- 
ets. But because the prophetic order worked and taught in vain so 
far as the ruling diplomacy of the nation was concerned, it does not 
follow that they were not sincere in placing their whole faith upon a 
divine providence which they interpreted in terms of a messianic 
intervention. They constantly looked forward through the existing 
problems to the glorious solution of the "Day of Yahweh." 

II 
The secondary question involved in determining the nature of this 
sign relates to the identity of the c almah and the manner of her con- 
ception. It should be recognized that this question constitutes but a 

iCf. II Kings 16:8. 

2 In which case Isaiah magnifies his trust in Immanuel still more. 

3 Cf. his call, chap. 6. 
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subordinate feature of the general problem, which we have been 
able to work out irrespective of these additional details. Still there 
is always the possibility that the a element of the sign phenomenon 
may suggest certain aspects of wonder. Though, as has been suffi- 
ciently demonstrated in our analysis, the wonder element is not 
essential to an efficient sign, there may nevertheless inhere in the 
sign-object (a) something suggestive of mystery. As an additional 
feature, this suggestion of the mysterious would tend naturally to 
emphasize the striking character of the sign-object (a) as well as con- 
tribute some weighty support toward the truth of the signification (fe). 1 

Who then was the "young woman"? Many suggestions have 
been made, 2 most of which imply that the prophet himself knew the 
identity of the person and the people also either did or were informed. 
But why speculate at all concerning the identity of the young mother ? 
Not only is the question of who she was irrelevant so far as the validity 
of the sign is concerned, but that the prophet must necessarily be 
aware of whom he spoke seems quite unlikely. The stupendous 
fact that this mother was at present in the nation was the important 
thing to recognize and the whole burden of the prophetic argument. 
The "young woman" is the very mother of Immanuel — that is 
enough or ought to be enough for anyone with a grain of faith. I 
do not think that Isaiah pretended to know the exact identity of this 
person; the indefiniteness of his words plainly indicates this. If he 
had originally gestured toward someone standing by, when he came 
later to write up the incident he would have made the matter clear 
in words. That the identity is not clear shows almost certainly his 
own ignorance. What he is sure of or pretends to be sure of is 
just the fact itself, the fact of the messianic arrival. 

However, by placing the term c almah before the predicate (parti- 
ciple), he does emphasize the status of the mother. The "young 
woman," then, being made conspicuous by the order of the words in 
his announcement is given the prestige in keeping with the birth 
of so great a son. This point may lend some weight to possible 
suggestions of mystery in the conception itself. Let us now deal 
with this possibility. 

1 Note, however, that nothing but the fulfilment (c) could be a real verification. 

2 Of. the various commentaries. 
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In classic Hebrew the term c almah denotes simply a young woman 
of marriageable age; but too much importance has been attached to 
this since it is interesting to note that in Old Testament usage the 
word c almah always denotes a young woman of marriageable age who 
has not been married 1 (cf. Gen. 24:43; Exod. 2:8; Ps. 68:25; Prov. 
30: 19; Cant. 1:3). On the ground of this usage the passage should 
be translated thus: "Behold, the young woman of marriageable age 
who has not been married is (already) pregnant and is about to give 
birth to a son [not a daughter 2 ] and she will call his name Immanuel." 
In this light it seems very probable that the people might well con- 
sider certain mysteries connected with the conception itself. At any 
rate, it is certainly possible. But that it is more than possible is 
suggested by the Greek translators who deliberately [not through a 
slip] selected parthenos as equivalent to c almah in this specific in- 
stance. 3 Consequently it is not unreasonable to admit that a factor 
of the marvelous may have been involved in the prophecy and 
heightened its effect. Allowance should be made for the fact that 
the impending crisis, augmented also by the additional Assyrian 
menace, might raise prophetic excitement to so high a pitch that the 
godly spokesman would be led to seemingly extravagant notions in 
connection with a subject of such tremendous significance. 

The main point, however, is in no wise obscured by these prob- 
lematic implications in the situation and difficulties of exegesis; 
namely, that although the times looked black beyond redemption 
and there appeared no relief from the historical predicament, never- 
theless all might work out ultimately with perfect safety to the 
nation provided Israel remained faithful to God in view of the 
immediate messianic intervention, an intervention which, proclaims 
Isaiah, is actually taking place at this very moment. 4 In the end, 
the people are able to accept or reject the prophet's words only accord- 
ing as they value them prophetically, i.e., judge them to be a revela- 
tion of God's will. 

» Barring, of course, the present problematic employment of the term, 
s How was the prophet to know the child would be a son t 

3 Then, it may be that their copy of Isaiah did read bethulah, which was subsequently 
changed by redactors lest Christianity should trade too much upon the passage. 

4 Exactly where or how the prophet need not presume to state; that is Yahweh's 
secret. 
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III 
In making a decision upon the soundness of the interpretation 
of the Immanuel prophecy as set forth in the preceding sections, it 
should be borne in mind that many of the so-called "signs" referred 
to in other passages of the Old Testament have something obviously 
artificial and spurious about them, as in the sun-dial, 1 the supernatural 
sacrifice of Gideon, 2 the guarantee of Moses' call, 3 the Eh sign, 4 and 
the like. Consequently these pseudo signs may not be used as cri- 
terions for the valid prophetic sign. Even future signs, i.e., those 
predicted of the future 5 cannot be said to constitute genuine signs 
until they begin to function significantly, when the predicted time 
has at length arrived, in other words, in the present. When Isaiah 
walked naked through the streets of Jerusalem to show forth the 
coming nakedness of the Egyptian captivity (20:3), this was an 
example of a valid sign. It is in this light, therefore, that the 
Immanuel sign should be interpreted. The period of functioning is 
the supreme requisite for the proper validation of a genuine sign; 
and such, in the case of the Immanuel prophecy, is obviously during 
the course of the impending doom of Jerusalem, not after the danger 
has been averted when there would be no need for a sign. All inter- 
pretations which have contradicted this principle have failed in 
accuracy by attempting to put the cart before the horse. 

ilsa. 38:7. 2 Judg. 6 : 17 ff . « Ex. 3:12. « I Sam. 2:34. 

'Cf. Isa. 19:20; Jer. 44:29. 



